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Abstract 
This thematic issue brings together the scholarly fields of critical conservation 
studies and African land issues, a relationship largely unexplored to date. The alienation 
of land for conservation purposes, introduced to Africa under colonial rule and still 
taking place today, has fundamental impacts on the politics of land and land use, and 
is contested in contemporary nation-states - including those that are attempting to 
implement land restitution and reform. The contributors explore these issues in a 
range of African contexts. Three key themes are identified: the problematic 
constructions of ‘community’ by outside agencies; spatial exclusion and the silencing 
of local voices;  and  the  neoliberalisation of conservation spaces. In contributing to 
new perspectives on these themes, this thematic issue shows how discourses and 
practices of conservation, increasingly shaped by neoliberalism, currently impact on 
land ownership, access and use. It further highlights some important historical 
continuities. These trends can be observed in transfrontier conservation areas, on 
state-owned land used for conservation and ‘green’ initiatives, but also on private land 
where conservation is increasingly turned to commercial purposes. 
 
Land and conservation in post-colonial Africa: Old Land, New Practices? 
This thematic issue of the Journal of Contemporary African Studies highlights recent 
scholarship on the complex interrelations between contemporary conservation practices in 
post-colonial Africa, in conversation with the well-trodden territory of land use and contested land 
issues in the continent. Within the last two decades or so, a substantial cross-disciplinary literature 
has emerged that engages with the local and regional politics of nature conservation from a social 
science perspective (see Anderson and Grove 1987; Neumann 1998; Zerner 2000, 2012, also see 
Marnham 1980 for an early journalistic critique). Critical conservation studies is emerging as a field 
in its own right, as evidenced by the success of recent conference initiatives attracting a range of 
scholars from various disciplines (see for example NatureTM Inc.). African land issues have been 
a subject of interest for Africanists over a far longer period, as scholars have grappled with the 
implications of communal tenure systems, land dispossession and the introduction of private 
property regimes in southern Africa’s settler colonies (Allan 1965; Palmer and Parsons 1977; Bassett 
and Crummey 1993; Berry 1993; Evers, Speirenburg, and Wels 2005; Derman, Odgaard, and 
Sjastaad 2007; Benjaminsen and Lund 2012). 
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While nature conservation practices inevitably raise challenging questions relating to land and 
land use, there has thus far been little concentrated effort to bring together scholars working on 
the land question with those whose work has focused mainly on questions of nature 
construction and the social impacts of conservation in an African context. A conference 
held in Grahamstown in September 2012 was conceptualised with the aim of bringing 
together these two groups of scholars - as well as conservation practitioners - in productive, if at 
times challenging debate. Titled: ‘Old Land, New Practices? The Changing Face of 
Conservation and Land-Use in Post-Colonial Africa’, the meeting was jointly organised by a 
group of academics and postgraduate students with support from Rhodes University, the 
University of the Free State and the University of the Witwatersrand. The articles in this 
thematic issue were first presented as papers at this conference. The scope of interest includes the 
maintenance and extension of existing state-run conservation areas, new land allocations for 
conservation, the impacts of various forms of ‘community-based conservation’ and associated land-
use controls in communal areas; as well as conservation enterprises on privately owned land and 
the impacts and outcomes of land reform. 
 
Before introducing the articles in more detail, it is useful to reflect briefly on the focus and 
significance of the theme under review. The title of the conference implied a question with which 
contributors grappled - that is, the extent to which ‘new’ practices reflect discontinuity and a 
departure from the past, and whether qualitative shifts in practice are actually taking place or not. 
It is common cause that the alienation of land for conservation purposes, introduced to Africa 
under colonial rule, has continued more or less uninterrupted until today - albeit with the 
participation of different actors, under different circumstances and employing different 
pretexts. The many continuities in nature conservation, and the difficulties of ‘decolonising 
conservation’ in contexts where essentially colonial views of nature and its role still prevail in much 
policy and practice, are now quite well documented (see Adams and Mulligan 2003; Brockington 
and Igoe 2006). In southern Africa, the persistence after the end of apartheid of structures that 
govern conservation, as well as the people who are represented in these structures, is one example 
(see Draper, Speirenburg, and Wels 2004). 
 
Other work, however, does suggest a qualitative shift. This thematic issue highlights a growing 
body of research showing how the discourses around nature, protected areas and wildlife have 
changed alongside a general mainstreaming of ‘green’ issues (Brockington and Duffy 2010; 
MacDonald 2010). In market-oriented approaches to conservation, a protected area is made to ‘pay 
for itself’ by identifying a niche and a value of some sort within a global marketplace 
increasingly well stocked with marketable nature and environmental initiatives (Bu¨scher and 
Arsel 2012; Igoe, Neves, and Brockington 2010). This approach finds support in discourses of 
sustainable development and ecological modernisation, widely incorporated - at least at the level 
of rhetoric - into political and corporate agendas (MacDonald 2010). Such trends have 
developed as a result of (and in conjunction with) the neoliberalisation of political and economic 
ideologies and practices in the past four decades, where nature and conservation too are 
undergoing a process of neoliberalisation. This represents a significant shift in the ideologies of 
nature conservation and environmentalism, where ‘nature’ was originally conceptualised as a sphere 
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requiring protection from economic forces (Brockington and Duffy 2010; also see Ramutsindela 
and Shabangu 2013, this issue). Utilisation and privatisation of natural resources, as well as the 
idea of a conservation area as a ‘resource’, are now normalised into policy and management practices. 
The commodification of nature is viewed as necessary for sustaining its existence, and vice versa - the 
use of nature and natural resources is proposed as a key to ending the current financial crisis 
(Igoe, Neves, and Brockington 2010). 
 
The increasing commodification of life in all its forms is also reflected in the proliferation of 
‘transfrontier parks’, known in the southern African context as ‘peace parks’. These extend the reach 
of conservation practices into land that may formerly have been under different governance 
structures, and in the process create new security apparatus for protecting land. The development 
of southern African peace parks has provoked a growing inter-disciplinary critique. One focus is 
the implications of their development for state sovereignty and security in a region with a troubled 
history of inter-state relations (Duffy 2001, 2007; Ramutsindela 2007). It is not coincidental that 
the parks are located in border zone spaces where states have always had to assert their authority 
and delineate control (see Barrett 2013, this issue). Peace parks are ascribed the potential to bring 
greater security to the region and its people, particularly people who have historically and 
geographically been marginalised and located on the periphery of the state. However, the 
preoccupation with state-centric security concerns means that the security implications for actors 
other than the state are frequently obscured. Moreover, the pursuit of such aspirations 
within a neoliberal framework seems to (re)produce and exacerbate past experiences of 
insecurity and exclusion. 
 
One way to bring the field of land and agrarian studies into closer proximity with critical 
conservation studies is for scholars in the latter field to pay more detailed attention to the way land 
tenure regimes influence and shape conservation practices in different contexts. Land held under 
indigenous or ‘communal’ tenure, or by land trusts, enables the promotion and implementation of 
various forms of conservation ‘partnership’ between state and private actors and so-called 
‘communities’ (see for example, Ngubane and Brooks 2013, this issue; Godfrey 2013, this issue). 
Interventions by the state in land tenure (generally through various land reform initiatives, for example 
in post-apartheid South Africa) create new contexts for conservation practices such as co-
management. While land held under freehold tenure is arguably less accessible than communal 
land to state conservation policies - although in the post-colonial context of southern Africa this 
ownership does not always go unchallenged - conservation authorities have embarked on stewardship 
programmes with the aim of attracting private landowners to adopt conservation-friendly 
management practices (for examples from South Africa, see CapeNature and Ezemvelo KZN 
Wildlife websites). These strategies aim to secure land for conservation in contexts where the state’s 
options for acquiring new land are becoming more limited - at the same time, providing poor people 
with a viable land-use option, at least in theory. 
 
More recently, attention has been drawn to the worldwide phenomenon of land grabbing, where 
often communally owned lands in the global South are acquired through a range of means 
(corrupt and otherwise) by large multinational corporations for commercial purposes. These 
include mining, the production of biofuels and food production for citizens of land-hungry 
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northern countries (see Hall 2011; Borras et al. 2011; Borras and Franco 2012). Obviously 
colonialism itself was an ambitious and far-reaching form of land grab, and it is interesting to 
reflect on the differences between colonial ‘land grabs’ and today’s version. Of particular interest to the 
theme of this special issue is the aspect of the so-called land grabbing phenomenon 
characterised as ‘green grabbing’. Emerging scholarship on ‘green grabbing’ resonates strongly with the 
neo-liberalisation processes mentioned above in the context of new conservation practices. In a 
definition recently offered by Fairhead, Leach, and Scoones (2012, 237), the term ‘green 
grabbing’ describes contemporary forms of the ‘appropriation of land and resources for 
environmental ends’. What makes it qualitatively different from past forms of colonial 
environmentalism, in their view, is that it ‘involves novel forms of valuation, commodification and 
markets for pieces and aspects of nature, and an extraordinary new range of actors and alliances’ 
(Fairhead, Leach, and Scoones 2012). The phenomenon of ‘green grabbing’ is thus gaining 
increasing prominence as a form of land and resource grab that involves ‘new forms of 
appropriation of nature’ (Fairhead, Leach, and Scoones 2012), leading to the restructuring of 
agrarian social and economic relations in Africa and elsewhere. 
 
Introducing the articles: key themes and critical debates 
The nine articles in this thematic issue, written from different disciplinary viewpoints, have important 
contributions to make to the debates highlighted above. As far as geographical range is concerned, 
the authors have worked in South Africa, Zambia, Uganda and Mauritius, suggesting common 
themes that extend well beyond the borders of a single country. Three broad groupings of papers are 
identified here, even though these themes are of course overlapping and some articles address more 
than one theme. 
 
The first grouping of articles focuses on the often troubling politics through which 
‘communities’ are constructed by conservation authorities, donor organisations and others involved 
in partnerships and (co)management of conservation areas as well as in land reform. A second 
set of articles speaks to the imposition of conservation management in particular spaces and 
issues of denied or excluded spatialities. Part of this story is the disallowing of resource use 
practices considered inappropriate under environmental governance regimes, and the effective 
silencing of dissenting local voices. ‘Hidden’ contestations over land and land use in these 
contexts are brought into the open, demonstrating how power operates in the exertion of 
control over land. The last group of papers deals most explicitly with the related theme of the 
neoliberal reconceptualisation of African nature and its (expanding) protected areas. These 
articles address questions around the neoliberalisation of conservation and environmentalism, and 
the commodification of nature through the positioning of transfrontier parks and other 
protected areas in the ‘nature market’ as well as so-called green economy initiatives such as 
carbon sequestration. 
 
Constructing the ‘community’ 
Godfrey’s article paints a disturbing picture of top-down approaches to resource conservation and 
the ongoing construction of a ‘mythic community’ on the borders of South Luangwa National Park, 
Zambia. Her research, recalling many similarly top-down development programmes in Africa, reveals 
continuities between colonial and post-colonial discourses organised in fields of power that work to 
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deny the rural poor not only their past but also, in a sense, their future. The article provides a powerful 
critique of the waves of apparently ‘newly minted’ community-based conservation initiatives imposed 
on local people by donor organisations, all taking a similar ‘blueprint’ approach and equally blind to 
the specificities of particular groups and histories. 
 
This process of homogenisation and misrepresentation by outside promoters of conservation is also 
evident in Ngubane and Brooks’ research on the creation of new ‘community game farms’ through the 
land reform process in KwaZulu-Natal, South Africa. In similar fashion to Godfrey, they address the 
complexities of ‘community construction’ and link this to a biodiversity conservation discourse 
that (re)constructs the identity of land beneficiaries as a single homogenous group. Their article 
further draws attention to the new power relations that arise from land restitution and the impact on 
land beneficiaries. Game farming is itself a ‘new practice’ on ‘old land’, as many freehold farms in 
different parts of southern Africa move from conventional areas of agricultural land use such 
as cattle farming, to wildlife production (in this case hunting farms) - a trend that has shown 
significant growth in the South African countryside in the last few decades (see Snijders 2012). 
The emergence of the ‘community game farm’ is a new twist to this tale. 
 
Den Hertog’s article on the !Xun and Khwe groups in South Africa is likewise sensitive to the 
construction of ‘community’, again in the context of land reform. Den Hertog examines the impacts 
of an involuntary amalgamation of two distinct groups, the !Xun and Khwe, into a uniform 
‘community’ with one collective identity. One consequence of this construction - first created in 
the 1960s and since then reinforced a number of times - is an imposed sharing of space, most 
recently resulting from land redistribution. Like Brooks and Ngubane, den Hertog is 
concerned that current attempts by outside role-players to define ‘community’ identities, needs 
and aspirations continue to rely on colonial and apartheid classifications and stereotypes. 
 
Spatialities of exclusion and silenced voices 
Olivier’s article draws attention to voices generally unheard or silenced through environmental 
governance practices in protected areas. The article addresses ‘hidden’ contestations over land and 
resource use in the Boland area of South Africa’s Western Cape Province. Olivier tackles the 
paradox of how organisations, and in particular conservation authorities in the region, deal with a 
group of people known as ‘bossiedokters’, health practitioners who are generally denied access to 
the protected areas they need to access. This appears to belie promises of greater openness 
and more local participation in decision-making around protected areas in the post-apartheid era; 
the broader context of land reform seems to have little impact on established conservation practices, 
which continue to prioritise environmental management governance regimes in protected areas. 
 
On the other side of the country, in the KwaZulu-Natal province, Hansen’s work is also intended to 
render audible marginalised voices drowned out by the conceptions and practices of state 
agencies at the Isimangaliso Wetland Park, a world heritage site. In her article, Hansen uses 
Lefebvre’s influential ideas about the production of space to think through hidden spatialities that 
are not taken into account by those responsible for the park’s governance. Like Olivier, she brings to 
the surface contestations over conservation space and the consequences of biodiversity 
conservation regimes for local people. Hansen also comments on the consequences of the neoliberal 
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conservation ideology adopted by park authorities for everyday life and livelihood practices in the 
area. 
 
While not specifically addressing conservation space, the article by Salverda makes a useful 
contribution in discussing the persistence of colonial forms of land ownership in post-colonial 
Africa. Questions about elite and exclusive control of space in the form of private land tenure 
remain uncomfortable in many former settler colonies. Salverda’s subject is the persistence of 
unequal land distribution on the island state of Mauritius. The article highlights in particular the 
ambiguous position of the old Franco-Mauritian landowning elite who remain in control of their 
estates. In general, landowners are able to defend their position through an uneasy 
collaboration with the public and private sectors, who wish to safeguard the island’s image as a stable 
state and an attractive tourist destination. However, as Salverda shows, at times the landowning 
elite has been confronted with its colonial past and has strategically surrendered parts of their land. 
 
The neoliberalisation of conservation spaces 
Like the articles discussed under the previous theme, Barrett’s work on peace parks in southern Africa 
also provides new insights into the spatiality of conservation, especially the (ongoing) 
securitisation of border zones. She also shows how the peace park vision partakes in the processes 
of neoliberal nature commodification. As Barrett argues, the peace park vision is constructed 
around a notion of ‘exceptionalism’, as the parks are marketed around the idea of exceptional 
landscapes, wildlife and people. In the process commodified identities are assigned to the 
landscapes, wildlife and people within the park borders, and people who do not fit into the vision 
become more vulnerable. Under the neoliberal conservation paradigm, the border zones remain as 
spaces of physical and symbolical exclusion - and not ‘spaces of opportunity’, as argued by peace 
parks advocates. The complex realities of the parks tend to be obscured by ‘logical’ and ‘effective’ market-
based solutions. As in the case of the ‘bossiedoktors’ (Olivier 2013, this issue), there is a silencing of 
displaced groups whose identities and histories are overshadowed by the parks’ conception and 
governance practices. 
 
The neoliberalisation of nature and conservation is also a key theme in Ramutsindela and 
Shabangu’s article on state protected areas and land reform in South Africa. The politics of land 
and agrarian relations are inseparable from the neoliberalisation of nature and the alignment of 
conservation and business interests - with significant effects on the outcome of land claims. In their 
analysis of the famous Makuleke land claim in the Kruger National Park, Ramutsindela and Shabangu 
offer a fresh perspective on why this initially celebrated example of land restitution has not been 
repeated in the case of other land claims on state protected areas. The specific timing and political 
circumstances of the settlement solution (later known as the Makuleke model) help to explain its 
perceived success, but neoliberal influences on tourism policies and conservation agendas, it is 
argued, contributed to a perception of the model as a threat to the park and the planned transfrontier 
conservation area. 
 
The last paper, by Nel and Hill, traces the way local people in Uganda, East Africa, are being 
sidelined in their own spaces by new land-use practices around carbon sequestration. In a now 
familiar theme, development efforts are negotiated by the state in a top-down approach that also 
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draws in collaborating agents. While the article focuses on the very recent phenomenon of carbon 
forestry in East Africa, it highlights the continuities of colonial to post-colonial histories of land 
grabbing, ‘green grabbing’ and the politics of resource extraction. This article begins to suggest some 
of the ways that resources of (often marginalised) people in the South are being re-imagined under 
the paradigm of the current ecological and economic crisis, and acquired for increasingly global 
commodity markets - perhaps characteristic of trends that constitute the ‘new face’ of 
conservation and land politics in Africa. 
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